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cross-matched age, religious practice, and religious identity, we cannot evaluate 
how religious identity affected young people’s practice. This research shows that 
Protestant/Evangelicals are more likely (87%) than Catholics (54%) to declare that 
they attend church once a week or more. Despite being lower than Protestant/
Evangelical church attendance, this proportion of Catholic church attendance in 
Brazil is much higher than it used to be in the last century.8

Over the last century, data about Brazilian Catholics in general, both adults and 
young people, has indicated low rates of participation in weekly Mass and the 
sacraments. Twentieth century socio-anthropological literature on Catholicism in 
Brazil described Brazilian Catholics as more focused on devotion to the saints, 
making vows, and going on pilgrimages (journeys, for instance, to shrines at Apare-
cida and Juazeiro do Norte) and special occasions of festivals and processions (such 
as the Círio of Nazaré procession in Pará State). In contrast, they were less inter-
ested in institutionally controlled rites and practices, leading to the conclusion that 
Brazilian Catholicism is syncretic and flexible, especially when compared to Euro-
pean and North American Catholicism.9 This characteristic has been changing as 
the number of Brazilian Catholics falls, with some sociologists of religion devel-
oping survey data that shows growing Mass attendance among those who identify 
as Catholics.10 Our research, based on ethnographic and statistical data collected 
during World Youth Day (WYD) 2013 in Rio de Janeiro, not only draws similar 
conclusions but also provides greater texture and detail to accounts of changing 
attitudes among young Brazilian Catholics.11 

8	 From DataFolha, available at https://datafolha.folha.uol.com.br/opiniaopubli-
ca/2016/12/1845231-44-dos-evangelicos-sao-ex-catolicos.shtml 

9	 Faustino Teixeira discusses this literature in “Faces do Catolicismo Brasileiro Contemporâneo,” 
Revista USP, no. 67 (Setembro/Novembro 2005): 14-23. https://doi.org/10.11606/issn.2316-
9036.v0i67p14-23. Pierre Sanchis, “As Religiões dos Brasileiros,” Horizonte Revista de  Estudos 
Teológicos e Ciência da Religião, 1, no. 2 (1997): 28-43, http://periodicos.pucminas.br/index.php/
horizonte/article/view/412/398

10	 Cecilia Mariz, “Catolicismo No Brasil Contemporâneo, Reavivamento e Diversidade,” in As Re-
ligiões No Brasil: Continuidade e Rupturas, ed. Faustino Teixeira and Renata Menezes (Petrópolis: 
Vozes 2006), 53-68; Carlos Alberto Steil and Rodrigo Toniol, “Strong Church, Weakened Cathol-
icism: Transformations in Brazilian Catholicism,” Journal of Global Catholicism 5, no. 2 (Spring 
2021): 4-29.. 

11	 Cecília Mariz and Paulo Gracino Jr., “Novas Configurações da Religião no Século XXI: Um 
Inventário Sobre Jovens Participantes em Eventos Religiosos de Massa,” Final Research Report: 

https://datafolha.folha.uol.com.br/opiniaopublica/2016/12/1845231-44-dos-evangelicos-sao-ex-catolicos.shtml
https://datafolha.folha.uol.com.br/opiniaopublica/2016/12/1845231-44-dos-evangelicos-sao-ex-catolicos.shtml
https://doi.org/10.11606/issn.2316-9036.v0i67p14-23
https://doi.org/10.11606/issn.2316-9036.v0i67p14-23
http://periodicos.pucminas.br/index.php/horizonte/article/view/412/398
http://periodicos.pucminas.br/index.php/horizonte/article/view/412/398
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During her 11 months of participant observation among Rio 2013 WYD volun-
teers (people that worked organizing the event months in advance), Luciana Gon-
zalez observed that young Brazilian volunteers were much more attached to official 
Catholic teaching, rites and doctrine than foreign WYD volunteers, mainly Euro-
peans.12 A substantial portion of this Brazilian volunteer group claimed that they 
participate in Mass every day while the foreign volunteers never made such a claim. 
Gonzalez interviewed both groups and noticed that foreign volunteers were older 
and more educated than the Brazilian group, and less attached to ritual practice. 

When comparing Brazilian WYD ordinary participants, also called “pilgrims,” 
with foreigners, survey data revealed that 74.5% of the Brazilians stated that they 
go to church more than once a week.13 Among foreign participants this proportion 
falls to 48.7% and it would fall even further were we to exclude the Latin Amer-
ican respondents. The percentage of non-Brazilian Latin American young people 
that go to church two or more times in a week was lower than those of Brazil-
ians, but higher than those from Europe, the United States, and Canada. This does 
not mean that the latter do not actively practice, since most of them go to Mass 
weekly: indeed, when we analyzed all together the frequency of once a week and 
more, the percentages are closer. Even so, Brazilians still stand out for their greater 
assiduousness: 93.6%, compared to 88.3% among foreign participants. These data 
pointed to an opposite reality contrasting to what was described for most of the 
20th century. As mentioned above, researchers on Catholicism pointed out lower 
participating rates among Brazilian Catholics when comparing with Europeans 
and North Americans. Also, it surprised us because previous WYD data collected, 
such as Singleton’s study that we discuss below, revealed that host country pilgrims 
stated that they go to church less than those who came from abroad. 

Fundação de Apoio à Pesquisa do Estado do Rio de Janeiro/FAPERJ, 2018  (not published);  Marce-
lo Camurça, “Autonomia ou Identificação Orgânica Entre Juventude Católica e Instituição Igreja? 
Uma Comparação Entre Estudos Sobre as Juventudes Católicas no Brasil e na França,” Polifonia do 
Sagrado, ed. Péricles Andrade (São Cristóvão: Editora da Universidade Federal de Sergipe, 2015), 
15-29.

12	 Luciana Thaís Villa Gonzalez, “Estar no Mundo, Sem Ser do Mundo: Alguns Casos da Jornada 
Mundial da Juventude (JMJ) Rio 2013,” Doctoral Dissertation in Social Sciencies, State University 
of Rio de Janeiro (UERJ) 2016.

13	 Mariz and Gracino, " Novas Configurações da Religião no Século XXI."
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During the 2008 WYD in Sydney, Australia, Singleton observed that young Cath-
olics arriving from other countries declared that they frequented church more of-
ten than those from the host country.14 Singleton’s explanation was that traveling 
abroad to a WYD undoubtedly requires more conviction than attending a WYD 
held in one’s own country. However, this hypothesis cannot explain the higher 
practice among Brazilians and Latin Americans in general observed at WYD 
2013. Luciana Gonzalez suggests that young people from wealthier countries have 
more access to educational and leisure activities and so less time to go to church 
as often as those from poorer countries.15 Finke, Stark, and Iannaconne’s "religious 
market theory" offers another possible explanation for Brazilian Catholics’ increas-
ing frequency of Mass attendance; Catholics are now competing in a religious 
market with Evangelical churches in Brazil.16 According to this theory, contexts 
with a higher level of religious competition result in greater religious fervor and 
practice among each of the competing groups. Both hypotheses above (González’s 
and market theory) explain only part of this phenomenon because they do not 
take into account micro-sociological events that could explain individuals’ inner  

14	 Andrew Singleton, “The Impact of World Youth Day on Religious Practice,” Journal of Beliefs & 
Values 3232, no. 1 (May 2011): 57-68, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13617672.
2011.549310.

15	 Gonzalez, "Estar no Mundo."
16	 Lemuel Guerra, “As Influências da Lógica Mercadológica sobre as Recentes Transformações na 

Igreja Católica,” REVER  Revista de Estudos da Religião 2, no. 3 (2003): 21-23, https://www.pucsp.
br/rever/rv2_2003/p_guerra.pdf.

World Youth Day 2013 
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
Photo by Michelle  
Piraciaba de Araújo.
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motivations for being actively engaged in Catholicism. Various questions need to 
be answered. How did these young Catholics become so active? Could the WYD 
event, including the previous years of WYD expectation and preparation in Brazil, 
be responsible for the young people’s inclination to declare high church atten-
dance? 

When we turn to the WYD survey data on young Brazilian Catholics’ religious 
practice, several other questions arise: Do they participate at Catholic Church ac-
tivities as much as they claim? Were they always active as they are now? Surveys are 
not an especially useful researching tool for addressing these kinds of questions. To 
pursue these inquiries, we turn to qualitative data collected through a case study of 
a “WYD caravan” in 2013. Interviews and participant observation were conducted 
with a group of young people who came from a city neighboring Rio de Janeiro 
to participate in the WYD. This caravan, a term used in the different editions of 
WYD to refer to this type of pilgrims' traveling group, was organized in a parish 
of the diocese of Campos de Goytacazes, based in the city of the same name in the 
north of Rio de Janeiro state. The decision to do a case study of a caravan from this 
diocese was pragmatically motivated: two of the researchers involved live and work 
in the city of Campos. As well as traveling on this caravan and interviewing its 
members, one of the authors participated in and observed the distinct activities in 
WYD in the city of Rio de Janeiro, as well as the activities of the Days in Dioceses 
(DID) in the city of Campos. Our article analyses excerpts from these interviews.17

17	 At WYD time, Michelle Piraciaba de Araújo was working on her dissertation for her MA in Political 

World Youth Day 2013 
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 

Photo by Michelle  
Piraciaba de Araújo.
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CAMPOS DE GOYTACAZES: THE DIOCESE, THE CITY, 
AND THE WYD PARTICIPANTS
As happened in practically all Catholic parishes and schools of diverse towns and 
cities in Brazil, the parish of the Sacred Heart of Jesus (Sagrado Coração de Jesus) in 
the town of Campos de Goytacazes (usually known simply as Campos), organized 
and sent a caravan of young people to WYD in Rio de Janeiro. According to the 
communication coordination team of the Campos WYD Organization Diocesan 
Committee, approximately 1,000 young people from this diocese participated in 
WYD, and almost everyone traveled in groups or caravans, as informants from the 
diocese explained.18

Before we advance further into this study, it is important to highlight that the city 
of Campos of Goytacazes is known in Brazil among older Catholics as the base of 
operations for a traditionalist Catholic group and an excommunicated bishop. But 
younger generations seem not to know this, as this case study shows: young practic-
ing Catholics in the dioceses of Campos were not aware of how the conflict occurred 
in the 1980s. Nevertheless, there are still in Campos today two prelacies, mutually 
independent, each with a bishop and each guiding its clergy and worshipers along 
distinct lines of Catholicism. Though both are now obedient to the Pope, it was not 
always so. On the one hand, there is the diocese of Campos, which was created in 

Sociology from UENF in 2015 under the supervision of Wânia Belchior Mesquita. In Rio de Janeiro 
in 2013, as occurred in all the previous WYDs, a large proportion of the participants arrived in 
Brazil to take part in the activities of the DID that were supposedly held at all dioceses of the host 
country, so it happened at Campos de Goytacazes.

18	 With a population of a little over 500,000 inhabitants, this city is in the north of Rio de Janeiro 
state, 275 km from the RJ state capital (the Rio de Janeiro city). 

Sagrado Coração de 
Jesus (Sacred Heart of  
Jesus) in the town of 
Campos de Goytacazes 
sent a caravan of young 
people to World Youth 
Day in Rio de Janeiro.
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Bible reading, for example, happens when I am more in the Church events. But 
this is what I am trying to review in my life, to read the Bible daily, since this is 
fundamental for a practicing Catholic. Due to a lack of time, sometimes I don’t 
read the Bible. [Paloma]

I don’t read the Bible every day. But I try to read frequently. I’ve already had 
phases in my life when I read a part every day. The Bible is one of the foun-
dations of the Catholic Church. It is the Bible, tradition and the Church’s 
teaching that are my foundations. [Pedro]

These young people are always wearing religious objects with a clear Catholic iden-
tity, like the cross or scapulars draped around the neck, or T-shirts with images of 
Jesus, saints or biblical phrases. Almost all of them say that they have a rosary in 
their pocket, on the wrist, or in their rucksack. During WYD itself, there were var-
ious moments when the young caravan participants prayed using a rosary. 

It is worth emphasizing that although none of the interviewees explicitly declared 
themselves to be Charismatic Catholics, linked to the Catholic Charismatic Renewal 
(CCR), one young woman related that in the Catholic retreats and events, resting in 
the Holy Spirit and glossolalia, Charismatic practices par excellence, are common:

World Youth Day pilgrims 
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